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munity for the Trade Disputes Act, which was in some ways the most
difficult and controversial of all the legislation proposed to Parliament
in the session of 1906. The preparation of it produced the first strain
in the new Cabinet. It was agreed that something must be done to
repair the havoc made of the presumed state of the law by the recent
judgments in the law-courts. As matters stood after the Taff Vale
and Quinn v. Leatham decisions, no Trade Union could sanction or
undertake a strike without exposing itself to ruin. But what to do
was an extremely difficult question. It was one thing to let the Trade
Unions enjoy the practical immunity from being sued which had
served for thirty years before these judgments, quite another to define
it in acceptable legal terms. Campbell-Bannerman, as usual, was for
going straight to the point and saying without demur that the Unions
were non-suable. But the lawyers of the Cabinet, backed by the
Royal Commission which had recently reported on the subject, greatly
objected to putting words into a statute which gave one class, Labour,
a privilege not enjoyed by other classes, and were of opinion that the
object aimed at should be attained, as the Royal Commission recom-
mended, by restricting the law of agency, so far as it applied to Trade
Unions.
Since after thirty years the question is still an open one, the next
stages need to be set down in detail. After a sharp tussle in the Cabinet,
the lawyers seemed to have won and the Trade Disputes Bill was
introduced and read a first time (March 28) in the following form :1
Where a Committee of a Trade Union constituted as hereinafter mentioned
has been appointed to conduct, on behalf of the Union, a trade dispute, an
action whereby it is sought to charge the funds of the Union with damages in
respect of any tortious act committed in contemplation or furtherance of the
trade dispute should not lie, unless the act was committed by the Committee
or by some person acting under their authority.
Provided that a person shall not be seemed to have acted under the authority
of the Committee if the act was an act or one of a class of acts expressly pro-
hibited by a resolution of the Committee, or the Committee by resolution
expressly repudiate the act as soon as it is brought to their knowledge.
Labour members were in dismay, when they read this clause.   Who,
they asked, could make head or tail of such rigmarole ?   With its
1 "Life of Lord Oxford and Asquith," Vol. I, p. 182.